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Abstract 
In her travelogue-memoir, Land Below the Wind (1939), Agnes Keith - the American wife of 
British colonial officer, Henry Keith - appears as a humorously self-deprecating, physically 
awkward and sensitive character, painfully stumbling through the rituals and customs of the 
British colonial community on the one hand, and those of the local Malay and Chinese people on 
the other. My reading will focus on several dramatic moments of transgression from the 
essentially patriarchal norms of colonial discourse. These moments are chiefly responsible for 
the text’s warm, liberal sense of humanity, suggesting in turn a nuanced, complex idea of 
colonialism itself. 
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1. Introduction 
Often humorous, at times sentimental and occasionally acerbic, Agnes Newton Keith’s travelogue-memoir, Land 
Below the Wind (1939), is an emphatically subjective account of the writer’s early years in North Borneo as the 
American wife of a British colonial officer, Henry Keith. The writer’s tangential identity in relation to the colonial 
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British, as an imperialist by proxy, or New World inductee into the Old World order, is at the crux of my reading of 
an overriding tone of ambivalence – or an “un-colonial colonialism” – in Keith’s book. 
Published in Britain in December 1939 and in America the following year, Land Below the Wind is the first of three 
books Agnes Keith wrote about her life as the American wife of a British colonial officer in North Borneo, or Sabah, 
as it has since become known. She arrived in Sandakan in 1934, three months after her marriage in California to 
Englishman Henry Keith, whom she had first met ten years earlier. Her husband had been employed in North 
Borneo by the Forestry Commission since 1925, being appointed as Conservator of Forests in 1931, before adding 
the role (amongst others) of Director of Agriculture in 1935. Apart from a two-year interlude in Canada from 1945-
47, to recover from the physical and psychological damage inflicted on them as Japanese prisoners of war, the 
Keiths lived in North Borneo until 1952.   
The title of Keith’s book is taken from the name given to Borneo by the ancient mariners, in reference to the land’s 
fortuitous geographical location, which spared it from the violent winds of the typhoon belt. With time and 
tumultuous change, brought about firstly by the ravages of war and the Japanese occupation, then postwar 
regeneration, followed by the end of colonial rule and the start of a wary, tentative membership of the new federal 
states of Malaysia, Keith’s portrayal of what rapidly became the “old” Borneo, of the 1930s, rapidly acquired an 
elegiac undertone. The 1930s was a time of relative stability, industry and prosperity for the region, with the 
economic depression of the early part of the decade failing to stop the increase of timber exports, and the expansion 
of the role of the Forestry Department (Henry Keith’s employer) into other areas of Sabahan life such as gold 
exploration, administration of the museum and operation of a nipa alcohol distillery (Wong, Introduction to Keith, 
2010). But not even Borneo could be spared from the wind of change, hence the nostalgia evoked by the very title,  
Land Below the Wind. A vivid impression can be gained of the often traumatic events and accelerated process of 
change undergone by the region in the years after 1939, from Newton Keith’s two subsequent books in the Borneo 
trilogy, Three Came Home (1946) – about life for Agnes Keith and her small son as prisoners of war under the 
Japanese - and White Man Returns (1951) – featuring Henry’s and Agnes’s efforts to help the postwar programme of 
rebuilding. However, my focus in the present article is almost exclusively on the first book, as it is unsurprisingly 
here, in a narrative about adjustment and adaptation to a new environment, where the most acute sense of Keith’s 
attitude and feelings toward the mainly English ex-patriot community is to be found. 
2. An Unconventional Memsahib 
 
Tellingly, Agnes Keith begins a book about life lived as a Western woman in an exotic, Far-Eastern land, by 
establishing a sense of difference not from the local people, but from the English, a white, Western people similar to 
herself: 
 
For four years now I have drunk the toast to “Absent Ones” with people whose  
hearts turn back to a different land from mine, whose thoughts are of another  
country, whose children play on a different soil. We have spoken of “home,” and  
home to them was England.         
    
In my heart these people are mine, as I hope in their hearts I am theirs. But when  
we open our mouths to speak, as I do, or when they do not open their mouths to  
speak, as they do not, there is no mistaking who comes from the United States of  
America (Keith, 2010, 3). 
 
Her momentary and ritualised bout of homesickness is implicitly deemed more acute than that of her fellow 
Westerners, because all of them are English and she is the only American. They at least can commune over a shared 
notion of home, whereas Keith’s feeling of displacement is doubled by her idea of home being unfamiliar to both the 
local people, and, she supposes, the English colonial community. Moreover, when considering the possibility of an 
affectionate and sympathetic bond having been established between herself and the English, stereotypical 
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characteristics keep the two races apart: not only do the respective accents differentiate the parties concerned, but 
Keith can only hope that the English share the same feelings toward her that she has presumably declared for them, 
because they - being English - are more reserved and less talkative than her, as a typically outgoing and candid 
American. Ethnically and historically, of course, she is a lot closer to the English than to the Malays and the 
Chinese, and one might have assumed that the sheer foreignness or exoticness of the local people would by default 
accentuate Anglo-American proximity, but in the book as a whole, despite the affection she expresses for the 
English, this is not the case.  
 
Thus established, right from the beginning, is an important aspect of Keith’s memoir-travelogue which sets it apart 
from other colonial writing on Malaya and Borneo. Perhaps owing also to Keith’s previous role as a journalist, a 
role in which a degree of detached observation is crucial, the book presents an outsider’s view of not only the 
itinerant people but the colonial English as well. Keith’s immediate insistence on her difference from the colonial 
English is congruent over the text as a whole with a critical sense of distance, or position of scepticism, toward the 
British empire and colonialism. As I shall demonstrate, this scepticism is conveyed through the pronounced, 
idiosyncratic subjectivity of the narrator and the resulting shifts in the text’s tone and perspective.  
 
Having thus announced herself to the reader as an outsider to the colonial English, someone who belongs to them by 
marriage rather than blood, Keith quite literally illustrates her detached position through an unusually satirical 
example of the numerous, often mildly humorous sketches which she scatters throughout the text. In the midst of a 
wry description of her husband Harry Keith, including his hobbies, likes, dislikes, and his several colonial job-titles, 
Keith inserts a cartoon entitled “white man resisting the lure of the tropics”. In it, a scantily-clad and nubile native 
woman is tugging at the coat of a portly, bespectacled and dinner-suited white man, as he walks obliviously through 
the jungle. The man’s incongruously formal attire, and also perhaps his aloofness, signifies his Englishness. Thus 
Keith brazenly jokes about a highly sensitive issue of empire, that of inter-racial relations between the coloniser and 
the colonised, an issue around which gather anxieties of contamination, or assimilation of the supposedly superior, 
civilised white race into the savage, Oriental other (Kerr, 2008).  
 
The seriousness with which such a transgressive relationship was taken, deemed as it was to pose an insidious threat 
to the stability of the whole colonial enterprise, is evident in several examples of colonial fiction which precede 
Keith’s book. One such is the tragic plot of Hugh Clifford’s first novel, Since the Beginning (1898), in which a 
colonial administrator (like Clifford himself) commits suicide after his passionate Malayan mistress murders her 
former lover’s angelic and quintessentially English wife. The fatal “lure of the tropics” was not confined simply to 
sexual relations, either. In Clifford’s later novel, A Free Lance of Today (1903), the blond, athletic adventurer, 
Maurice Curzon, is disenchanted with modern colonial bureaucracy, and therefore falls for a romanticised and 
medievalised vision of the East, a “simply enticing and irresistible” Malay world, embodied not in the person of an 
alluring and beautiful woman, but a charismatic warrior chief who leads the impressionable Maurice into a gun-
running enterprise, and ultimately to the brink of going native, or a state of being “denationalized” (Kerr, 2008, 129-
41). Maurice eventually finds the chief to be rather less dynamic than he’d imagined and turns away, appalled, from 
the degeneracy of the rebels. In the end, as Douglas Kerr notes, a chastened and wiser Maurice exchanges one kind 
of romance, which is adventurous and dangerous, for another, safer and domestic kind, as his return to the white 
man’s world is marked, in classic realist closure, by impending marriage to an English woman. 
 
There are no such salutary narratives in Keith’s text, but instead a facetious allusion to them and the anxiety of 
empire which they express, in a picture which, in the trivialisation of this anxiety, implies the perspective of a 
sceptical outsider. 
  
In the opening chapter of her book, Keith tells of being commanded to “look up the facts” by her emphatically 
matter-of-fact husband, a man whose fastidious and analytical caste of mind is indicated by pastimes such as 
“writ[ing] papers on scientific subjects”, compiling “a Murut vocabulary”, and finding fault with his wife’s 
American dialect by citing “Oxford Dictionary English” (Keith, 2010, 7). Henry (or Harry) Keith is presented as 
more self-disciplined, practical and emotionally resilient than the dreamy, physically awkward and tender-hearted 
Agnes, who tends rather to muddle through than to strategically confront the various challenges, duties and 
responsibilities she faces as the wife of a colonial officer. A prime example of her laissez faire way with household 
107 Simon Peter Hull and Mohamad Rashidi Mohd Pakri /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  208 ( 2015 )  104 – 110 
management can be found in her treatment of Usit, the orphaned Murut boy whom the Keiths nominally employ as a 
general servant. When Usit’s remarkable clumsiness causes a succession of broken household items, without 
informing her husband Agnes increases the boy’s pay so that he won’t be unduly affected by Henry’s strict rule that 
all damages must be paid for out of the culprit’s wages. So inept is Usit as a domestic servant – as, implicitly, is 
Keith as mistress of the colonial house, according to the assumed criteria of her role - that the Keiths reluctantly 
decide to return him to his village. This brings to an end an ambivalent episode that seems to mark a failure of 
colonial jurisdiction, while imbuing such ineffectiveness with a warm, philanthropic glow.  
     
No danger, therefore, of Henry Keith falling victim to the lure of the tropics, nor indeed of requiring the firm 
matriarchal hand of an efficient memsahib to prevent him from sliding into degeneracy (Holst-Peterson and 
Rutherford, 1986). Indeed, the more imaginative and sensual Agnes seems rather likelier than her husband to 
succumb in one way or another to the charm of the Orient. Whilst sketching the portrait of Apul, another young and 
particularly handsome member of the native staff, Keith, albeit with knowing irony, envisages the scene in 
melodramatic colonial terms, as “The Happy Savage and His White Goddess”, before admiring Apul’s physique and 
momentarily wondering what it must be like to sleep with him: 
 
 He is naked, but he doesn’t look undressed. Neck rooted in bull shoulders. Neat, 
 compact, hard little hips. He is beautiful, and he doesn’t know it. Body probably 
 functions perfectly. What would it be like to have a body like that? What would 
 it be like to be Apul’s wife? No, the idea is as perverted as to imagine myself lying 
 down with a six-year-old, or Apul as taking to bed with a Freudian complex. No,  
 I wouldn’t like to be Apul’s wife. But it must be very relaxing to lie with somebody 
 purely because your body wanted to, without any of the other things mixing up  
in it (Keith, 2010, 297). 
 
Keith’s quick and abrasive withdrawal from such risqué fancies implies a sense of having gone too far, a belated 
awareness having overstepped the boundary of colonial propriety. The sheer unbridgeable otherness of the native 
Malay is hastily reasserted, through the stereotypical portrayal of the primitive native as childlike figure and his 
colonial master as sophisticated, intellectual adult. Keith thus takes a metaphorical cold shower, before transplanting 
the notion of sexual gratification from the taboo context of inter-racial relationships between coloniser and 
colonised, to the relatively safer one of sexual liberty in general.  There is, of course, a big difference between the 
written contemplation of interracial union and its physical enactment. Nevertheless, we see again, as with the “lure 
of the tropics” illustration, Agnes Keith acting as a sort of naive, un-colonial colonial, blithely wandering into 
contentious topicality and, on this occasion, needing to hastily extricate herself.    
    
 
In similarly un/colonial fashion, Keith presents the antithesis to the formidable imperial stalwart, the colonial 
officer’s wife, as embodied in a character from a contemporary text for Land Below the Wind, George Orwell’s 
novel Burmese Days (1934): 
 
 Elizabeth has grown mature surprisingly quickly, and a certain hardness of manner 
 that always belonged to her has become accentuated. Her servants live in terror of 
 her, though she speaks no Burmese. She has an exhaustive knowledge of the Civil 
 List, gives charming little dinner parties and knows how to put the wives of subord- 
 inate officials in their place – in short, she fills with complete success the position 
 for which nature had designed her from the first, that of a burra memsahib (243-44).  
 
The memsahib was a resented yet crucial cog within the imperial machine (Chilton 2003), a role fulfilled, according 
to Orwell’s portrayal, through a combination of stern housekeeping efficiency, a tyrannous reign over the native 
staff, and, belying immaculate social grace, a keen, defensive sense of rank among ex-patriot peers. Agnes Keith, by 
contrast, indulges her staff to the point of anarchy, acts as an amused observer at dinner parties, and as a New World 
citizen and outsider among the English ex-patriot crowd, has no interest in who’s who, nor any sense of rivalry or 
need to assert rank. There is indeed an acerbic edge to her accounts of social occasions which cuts both ways, 
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against both the colonials and the natives, thus again situating Keith in an ambivalent position. On the one hand, she 
can portray the tribal chiefs who attend a garden party to celebrate the coronation of King George VI as grotesque, 
even decadent figures, self-importantly strutting around, garishly and tastelessly attired in ill-fitting local costume, 
with “rancid, coconut-oil-scented hair”, drooling betal juice from their mouths, with unfeasibly “tight, henna-
coloured native trousers”, oddly coupled with “impeccable black patent-leather shoes” (Keith, 2010, 63). On the 
other hand, Keith gently mocks the colonial women’s competitive materialism when she observes how obsessively 
they scrutinise each other’s evening gowns. She also makes fun of the absurd English custom, born of the national 
characteristic of social diffidence, of depositing calling cards at people’s houses as a way of making one’s presence 
known without the inconvenience of actually meeting anyone. Similarly, she expresses annoyance at the inordinate 
significance attached by the English to doing and saying the right thing, or their seemingly pointless adherence to 
social etiquette.  
 
Agnes Keith, therefore, comes across as a highly unusual or unorthodox memsahib for several reasons.  One reason 
is because, in addition to being a colonial officer’s wife, she is a writer, thus predisposed to another, almost 
opposing role or function, one involving imagination and critical reflection. The act of writing about one’s 
experiences is not included among, and might indeed be deemed a distraction from, her routine, expected duties. But 
it would be claiming too much to propose Keith as a radical, subversive writer, either in terms of gender or empire. 
Land Below the Wind instead testifies to the perennial, more mundane reality of women’s travel writing: “Whilst 
women’s travel may always have represented an implicit challenge to patriarchal attitudes, most female travellers 
and travel writers historically have sought to negotiate the gender norms of their day, rather than confront them head 
on” (Thompson, 2011, 181). In this light, Keith’s gender and nationality both play a part in situating her in an 
ambivalent position in regard to colonialism. Writing as a woman, with a self-deprecating character partially derived 
from that fact, she appears critical of a man’s world marked by dogmatic conviction, iron-clad rationality and 
inflated egoism. To a degree, this gendered perspective enables her to effectively unite coloniser and colonised, 
English and Malay, as societies, both in their own way, imperfectly ruled by men.  As an American, however, the 
ambivalence is more specific and overtly political, over the civilising aims of British imperialism, as encapsulated in 
her assessment of Arusap’s “progress” as a long-time member of the Keith household: “although he has accepted the 
white man’s own high estimate of the white man”, she reflects, “I don’t think he has accepted the white man’s 
underestimate of the brown man” (Keith, 2010, 268). 
 
3. Fact Versus Fiction 
  
The paradigmatic factual text to which Agnes Keith refers in the opening pages, as if to show that she has at least 
attempted to obey her husband’s admonitory dictum of adherence to fact, is the scholar-administrator Owen Rutter’s 
comprehensive study, British North Borneo: An Account of its History, Resources and Native Tribes. Published in 
1922, this book became a vital resource for research on ethnography and the natural sciences in the region, and 
among the colonial officers who utilised it was Henry Keith himself (Wong, introduction to Rutter, 2008). Henry is 
reported elsewhere by Agnes to have recommended that she read Owen Rutter, if for no other reason than to stave 
off the spirit-crushing boredom which was a common problem for the colonial officer’s wife. “If you’ve nothing to 
do – read that!” (quoted in Moo-Tan, 2002, 93), Henry is purported to have said in the commanding, archetypically 
masculine manner with which Agnes characterises her husband in Land Below the Wind. Rutter’s book includes 
advice for the memsahib, which broadly concurs with the previously identified role of moral guardian: be tolerant 
and broad-minded, but at the same time seek to mould “popular opinion”, or dictate “the common decencies” of the 
colonial community (Rutter, 2008, 378). If the so-called white man’s burden was to save the inferior natives from 
the depths of savagery (Brantlinger, 1988), then the prevention of the coloniser himself from going native was 
surely “the white woman’s burden” (Keith, 2010, 307).  
      
Yet it is perhaps the unadorned factual style as much as the teeming factual substance of Rutter’s text which makes 
Henry recommend the book to his all-too imaginative wife. Rutter does at times fleetingly deviate from brisk 
factuality in the direction of fanciful speculation – when, for instance, envisioning all the ostensibly small things 
which might emotionally attach the white adventurer to North Borneo – but throughout, the densely and relentlessly 
informative text subsumes the subjective, individualistic “I” to the authoritative and impersonal discourse of 
imperial enlightenment.   
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Keith utilises Rutter’s masculine-imperial discourse rather self-consciously and in only a supporting or secondary 
role, to lend her primary, counter-discourse of imaginative excursion and dramatised subjectivity some degree of 
scholarly credibility. Or, simply to appease her husband. There are numerous passages in Land Below the Wind 
which serve to demonstrate this counter-discourse, but the chapter titled “A Man of the River Goes Home” is 
perhaps exemplary. Here, Keith enacts a sort of textual versioning of going native, by re-telling an infamous real-life 
case of an amok Malay, which happened in the small town of Semporna in 1936. The bare facts of this incident are 
as follows: convicted of murder for killing his wife and her lover, Abanawas, a good-behaviour prisoner at a 
blockhouse in Semporna, overcame the lax security to occupy the building while shooting dead several people, 
including a police officer, Corporal Dullah. A siege of several days ended with Abanawas’s death from the heavy 
machine-gunning of the blockhouse. In her narrative, Keith reverts to the style of a semi-folkloric storyteller. 
Furthermore, colonial governance is partially defamiliarised and viewed from a position approximating the native 
character’s bewildered consciousness: 
 
Then the voice of the white law spoke. Adultery, it said, could not be punished  
with death. The prisoner, because he had enforced a law of his own people, had  
broken a law of the white people by killing. 
         
The magistrate asked Abanawas if he had done the deed in the madness  
of anger. Abanawas explained that he had done this thing in sadness and sorrow,  
and only after thinking about it by the river’s bank. The magistrate said this was  
a greater offence than if he had killed in anger. This was so mystifying to  
Abanawas that he gave up trying to understand, and just waited patiently until  
they should tell him that he might return to his village (Keith, 2010, 145). 
 
Such suppositional transference of the white self into that of the brown other, seems about as far removed from 
Henry Keith’s and Owen Rutter’s emotionally-detached discourse of factuality as it’s possible to get. The 
predictable colonial attitude would have been moral condemnation of Abanawas’s amok, and the exploitation of it 
and its efficient termination to justify imperial governance (Pakri, 2008). But Keith’s pseudo-folkloric, romantic 
treatment is highly sympathetic toward the amok native, and critical of a culturally-insensitive and arbitrary system 
of law, enforced by brutal local officers, which more or less drives an already criminalised and humiliated 





I have focussed on instances of scepticism and even protest in Agnes Keith’s book, whereas there are a number of 
alternative passages expressing affection for the English and a qualified measure of support for their colonial 
presence in North Borneo.  One such passage appears in the first section, which is entitled “Those Who Were Not 
Born There,” thus implying homogeneity between herself and the British. Here, Keith warmly pays tribute to the 
“honesty and integrity,” as well as the “kindness” and “hospitality,” of the colonial British, based on her own 
experience and observation (Keith, 2010, 18). But then, typically, under the pretext of humility, she explicitly 
refrains from passing judgement on the idea of empire itself. Thus, Keith shrewdly avoids making personal, 
individual experience, however positive that experience may be, the basis for outright opinion. She concludes, 
maintaining her stance of equivocal support, that if empires must be built then the British, to whom she has grown 
so attached, are the right people to build them. Keith then defends the British Empire against unspecified criticism in 
the fiction of Kipling and Maugham, on the grounds that such professional writers – unlike Keith herself, of course - 
are necessarily out of touch with the day-to-day exigencies of colonial governance, thus rendering them unqualified 
to criticise. Therefore, Keith ends up in this section, as she does over the book as a whole, defending the ability of 
the British as imperialists whilst being far from convinced of the imperialist ideas which they uphold, and doing so, 
moreover, out of personal feeling rather than rational conviction.  
 
 It can be argued, however, that Agnes Keith’s colonial-era ambivalence over colonialism is neither unique nor 
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exclusive to the woman travel writer. After all, according to Keith herself, Kipling and Maugham were also critical 
of colonialism. As Mohamad Rashidi Pakri’s recent study, The Fiction of Colonial Malaya (2014), proposes, 
colonial officers such as George Swettenham, Hugh Clifford and Anthony Burgess, variously use techniques of 
fiction to articulate concerns or doubts over the civilising and modernising aims of the empire. Nevertheless, I 
would contend that Keith differs from these male writers in making a state of ambivalence something asserted rather 
than revealed, a core ontological value made up of the writer’s blithely candid personality, marginalised gender and 
sceptical New World identity. It might therefore be more accurate not to ascribe to the male colonial writers a state 
of ambivalence, such as that defined by Keith’s text, but instead an incidental expression of anxiety or tentativeness 
within what is still, predominantly, colonial discourse. 
 
Whilst acknowledging her husband’s contribution to the book, in tempering her tendency to poetic licence – wittily 
summarising their respective roles as “I to enthuse, he to refuse” (Keith, 2010, 8) – Keith pre-emptively denies 
accusations that her writing has been censored in any way, or that she has been disloyal to either Henry or the 
Empire. She claims that she is able to write of things which no “British-born wife” would or could, simply because 
the British are hers only “by acquisition,” thus granting her “the right to plead or boast of them”  (Keith 2010, 17) as 
she chooses. I hope I have convincingly argued that Agnes Keith, as a New World woman married into the Old 
World patriarchal family, does something more insightful and challenging than, as she disingenuously claims, 
defending colonialism. Emotionally attached to and even admiring of the people who administrate empire, yet 
ideologically opposed to the precepts they uphold, perhaps the most important achievement of Keith’s ambivalent 
text is to remind us of the unpredictable, often contradictory material of humanity out of which incongruously 




The above article forms part of a larger research project titled ‘The Life and Writing of The American Wife of a 
British Colonial Officer: A Postcolonial Study of Agnes Keith and Her Fiction’, a project funded by Universiti Sains 
Malaysia (Project Reference: 1001/PHUMANITI/816233). 
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